Integrated reporting has fast emerged as a new accounting practice to help firms understand how they create value and be able to effectively communicate this to external stakeholders. While insightful experiences from the early-adopters of integrated reporting start to accumulate, the development of the field and how integrated reporting may be successfully implemented remains challenging and contested. Several issues are still controversial with no consensus reached on the central purpose about integrated reporting. This paper relies upon a qualitative approach to accomplish two objectives. First, we provide a review of the embryonic academic literature in the integrated reporting field in order to summarize extant knowledge. Second, in response to a gap in the literature on managerial perceptions concerning integrated reporting, we present the sensemaking approaches of three key experts impacting integrated reporting practices at the global level using semi-structured interviews. Our findings suggest that experts perceive the field to be fragmented and believe that most companies currently have weak understanding of the business value of integrated reporting. The experts give insights into how they perceive the field to be progressing despite challenges and on where they see improvements in the diffusion of practices in integrated reporting. Our study contributes to this special issue by reframing the existing implementation challenges of integrated reporting into promising and inclusive research opportunities that align the priorities of both academia and business.
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A LOT OF ICING BUT LITTLE CAKE? TAKING INTEGRATED REPORTING FORWARD
Introduction
In December 2013, the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) released the first International Framework for Integrated Reporting <IR> (IIRC 2013b) . In an age when stakeholders and investors are increasingly concerned with a company's holistic performance, the long-awaited <IR> Framework identifies a set of fundamental concepts and guiding principles to more deeply integrate sustainability into corporate objectives and reporting practices (Adams 2013) . In brief, integrated reporting (IR) 1 combines in one report financial and non-financial disclosures of a company's performance. In terms of the process of IR, a salient outcome is 'integrated thinking', defined as "the active consideration by an organization of the relationships between its various operating and financial units and the capitals that the organization uses or affects" (IIRC 2013b, p. 2 ). An IR is thus intended to create an organization's value creation story, by stimulating businesses to think about how they generate value and the six capitals the IIRC suggests their operations depend upon in the short, medium and long term horizons. The adoption of IR is further expected to tackle a number of problems presented by conventional, stand-alone sustainability reports, such as the failure to account for all sources of value creation, the complex interconnections between sustainability and financial performance, and the communication of a company's business model (Eccles and Krzus 2010; Black Sun 2012; Eccles 2012) .
Several initiatives have emerged in different regions of the world to trigger greater 'integrated thinking' as promoted by the <IR> Framework (Busco et al. 2013; Frías-Aceituno et al. 2013; IIRC 2013a) . South Africa was the first country to mandate listed companies to M A N U S C R I P T
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2 produce an IR (Hanks and Gardiner 2012; PwC 2013b) . The IIRC Business Network has actively engaged a group of over 100 companies and 30 institutional investor networks to test IR in their organizations. According to CorporateRegister.com, the world's largest online repository of CSR reports, 268 firms had issued integrated reports as of July 2014. Among them, 216 firms published their first IR in and after 2011, thereby confirming the novelty of the field.
The proponents of IR and the 'integrated thinking' approach emphasize various internal (e.g. higher quality as well as timely financial and non-financial information processes) and external (e.g. improved communication to stakeholders and increased general reputation of a reporting organization) benefits (Eccles 2012; Simnett and Huggins 2015) .
Given that IR is still in the early stages of adoption, it is not surprising that there are a number of conceptual and applied challenges (see Baron 2014; de Villiers et al. 2014; Soderstrom and Potter 2014 for recent reviews of the debate in this novel area). The <IR> Framework leaves room for multiple understandings of reporting scope and contents, thereby leading to diversity in IR practices and fragmentation across institutional regimes (PwC 2013a). Nevertheless, insightful experiences exist in several firms and the increased availability of public data provides scholars with the opportunity to gather knowledge of the benefits and costs associated with different steps, levels and quality of alignment with the <IR> Framework. The future development of IR should be informed by a systematic, rigorous research approach that gathers expert opinions on the relevant implications for standard setting bodies, report preparers and report users.
This paper relies upon a qualitative approach to address such a research gap along two lines of investigation. First, we provide a review of the embryonic academic literature in the IR field in order to summarize extant knowledge and identify possible research gaps. Our first research question is 'What does the academic literature reveal about IR?' Second, in response M A N U S C R I P T
3 to a gap in the literature on managerial perceptions concerning IR, we present the sensemaking approaches of three key experts impacting IR global practices at the firm-level using semi-structured interviews. Our second research question is 'How do experts make sense of the current strengths and weaknesses of IR from a managerial perspective?' Our study contributes to this special issue by linking current implementation challenges of IR (process and outcome) to promising research opportunities. By doing so, we help to align the priorities of both academia and business in order to further develop the field of IR and 'integrated thinking'.
The next section of the paper presents a comprehensive literature review of academic studies that have examined IR to date. We then describe the exploratory qualitative approach we adopt to assess the IR field through the sensemaking patterns (Weick 1995) of key informants. These findings are presented under four general themes: i) experts perceive IR as a diverse and incoherent field; ii) experts perceive that there is a weak understanding of IR among companies; iii) experts agree that the IR field shows progress despite challenges; and iv) experts agree on the essential need to improve field diffusion of IR practices. This is followed by a discussion and a proposed future research agenda. In particular, future studies are needed to explore the pivotal roles of inter-organization coalitions as well as individual institutional entrepreneurs who are shaping the IR field emergence. More research on the 'demand side' of IR − amongst investors and other stakeholders − is also warranted. The final section draws conclusions and points at limitations of this study.
Literature review
Review approach and framework
To gain a detailed perspective on the extant literature, we conducted a literature search for past studies that examine IR both as process and outcome. We first ran a search in the EBSCOhost, ABI/INFORM databases and Google Scholar for keywords such as 'integrated
reporting' and 'IIRC'. Second, we used existing literature reviews in the Accounting and Finance domain to identify conceptual or empirical articles (Buhr et al. 2014; Cheng et al. 2015; de Villiers et al. 2014) . Finally, we added to our sample a number of working papers at an advanced stage of drafting to provide the most up-to-date depiction of current IR research.
The review identified a total of 17 studies suitable for inclusion. We then coded and categorized each article by distinguishing studies focused on antecedents versus consequences of IR. While the latter focuses on the effects generated by the diffusion of IR (as a field of practice) or its adoption (at the firm-level), the former stream of studies examine key institutional drivers or firm-level determinants of IR. While being analyzed, the articles were further categorized according to specific IR-themes investigated, level of analysis, theoretical foundation, methodological approach, sample, and key findings. (2012) demonstrate that growth opportunities, size of a company, board size and board gender diversity are significant drivers of IR for all three corporate governance national models (Anglo-Saxon, Germanic and Latin). In turn, companies implementing IR are more likely to originate from countries with higher investor protection, be located in civil law countries, and regions where indices of law and order are high (Jensen and Berg 2012; Frías-Aceituno et al. 2013) . With a rising number of voluntary IR adopters over time, the opportunities to expand
Antecedents of IR
this stream of quantitative research will increase and contribute to an established literature in Accounting that focuses on the voluntary disclosure of (non-financial) environmental, social and governance (ESG) information (Soderstrom and Potter 2014) .
Another set of papers examine the antecedents of IR with the goal to discuss the underlying mechanisms and processes of institutionalization of an emerging, highly complex and contested field. For example, Rowbottom and Locke (2016) rely on actor-network theory to trace the development of the concept of IR and the IIRC as socially constructed and emergent phenomena at the intersection of diverse action networks. Van Bommel (2014) adopts an interpretative approach to investigate the emergence of IR as a controversial field in a sample of early-adopters in the Netherlands. Van Bommel (2014) describes the dynamic process through which the practices of IR attempts to collectively reach a legitimate compromise between financial and sustainability reporting.
Other qualitative studies developed a more critical position towards the IR as conceived by the IIRC in the <IR> Framework finalized in December 2013. Among others, Brown and Dillard (2014) conclude that "IR remains an ideologically-closed approach that is more likely to reinforce rather than encourage critical reflection on 'business as usual'
practices" (p. 1120). In a similar vein, Flower (2015) voices serious concerns about the IIRC's current approach to sustainability because it focuses on investors rather than stakeholders, society and the natural environment. Moreover, Flower (2015) openly challenges the IIRC for not having placed specific obligations on the IR preparer, hence making very little impact on the financial reporting practices of companies. Such criticisms emphasize several gaps and tensions in the current developments of IR, by claiming that the accountancy profession has undue power over the institutional processes that were expected to deliver a fundamental shift in framing corporate reporting and sustainability accounting practices (Tweedie 2014) .
Consequences of IR
From the literature review, it is striking that only a few papers attempt to assess the consequences (costs and benefits) of IR. Arnold et al. (2012) found that value judgments provided by users of standalone sustainability reports tend to be adjusted only in presence of bad levels of ESG (environmental, social and governance) performance disclosed. In presence of good ESG performance, however, no significant difference between standalone versus integrated reporting users is detected, thereby signaling a potential asymmetric anchoring pattern that depends on both presentation format and performance disclosed. 
Evaluation of the IR literature
What is also currently lacking is qualitative insights into organizational processes related to IR practices. In contrast to past studies that are either conceptual or rely on limited publicly available datasets on IR diffusion, this paper addresses this gap in the literature and collects qualitative data on how experts from business make sense of the developments in IR.
Method
Research design
This article presents qualitative findings from interviews with three experts and field level entrepreneurs of IR. An inductive orientation was adopted to allow an emergent understanding of IR field development from an insider perspective. Purposive sampling was used to select key informants that possess globally acknowledged expertise formed from their experiences leading notable developments in IR (Bogner et al. 2009 ). All three informants Mr Van Bergen has authored a range of publications on sustainability and actively engages in industry dialogue on IR and corporate valuation and reporting.
Data collection and data analysis
In June and July 2014 the first and second author conducted in-depth interviews using a semi- Our qualitative analysis utilized an iterative and flexible approach (Lofland et al. 2005 ). Interview transcripts were initially coded on a line-by-line examination basis. Data incidents were subsequently compared to form categories and patterns (Lofland et al. 2005) .
The computer qualitative analysis software (CAQDAS) NVIVO10 was used to structure developing categories and show linkages to subcategories through tree nodes.
Findings
Four key themes emerged from the data analysis: i) experts perceive IR as a diverse and incoherent field; ii) experts perceive that there is a weak understanding of IR; iii) experts agree that the IR field shows progress despite challenges; and iv) experts agree on the essential need to improve field diffusion.
A diverse and incoherent field
IR has arisen through global initiatives aimed at giving prominence and uniting strength to corporate accountability practices. Early movers on IR concepts are already describing some
benefits that they see from better business reporting (BlackSun, 2012; Busco et al., 2013) .
Among the beneficial effects, IR appears to enhance organizational clarity that comes from an improved articulation of the business strategy and business model. [RI, [3] [4] Little alignment is perceived between the three principal initiatives of IIRC, Sustainability
Accounting Standards Board (SASB) and Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). Experts agreed that these initiatives contrast in their underlying logics and are each gaining prominence in different parts of the world due to a variety of institutional factors and enforced legal regimes. Firms that are currently engaged with IR are disproportionately focused on IR as an (external) communication toolkit rather than an (internal) managerial process. This is epitomized by the mismatch between the frequency of reporting (often annual) and the needs of internal decision-makers. Experts emphasize that in their view external reporting was secondary to the primary benefits of generating 'integrated thinking' in order to radically change a company's core internal activities (e.g. in performance measurement and decision-making systems, as well as in incentive and compensation schemes linked to sustainability performance levels).
M A N U S C R I P T A C C E P T E D
Many companies, however, retain 'functional silos' that separate (external) accountability channels of corporate reporting from (internal) decision-making and value-creation processes. Overall, the three experts concur that major challenges for companies adhering to the IR movement will deal with attempts to create novel ways of working internally (based on capital dependencies) and reporting externally. Such an 'integrated thinking' endeavor will likely take some more time.
Current progress despite challenges
Despite challenges, our experts also identified strong interest from a growing segment of Furthermore, experts strongly asserted that leading firms have adopted front-running positions on IR due to the personal beliefs and championing efforts by individuals holding top management positions. These individuals − typically at the CEO or executive level − are described as action-oriented, wanting to go well beyond sustainability rhetoric despite possible risks and internal uncertainty.
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Improving field diffusion
All three experts identified the pressing need to scale-up diffusion of IR thinking and practice as a crucial next step for field formation. They also agreed that in order for diffusion to occur, many businesses desired clarity and convergence of the contested IR field. Central to this process was convergence on terminology, methodology (including the emergence of generally accepted rules as opposed to guidelines) and inter-organizational collaboration as opposed to competition over resources and status. In addition, diffusion of IR practices requires greater engagement with investors and potentially academics.
In particular, the role of business-led platforms, such as the Natural Capital Coalition, was perceived to be a crucial inter-organizational lever to harmonize and diffuse IR methodologies and practices in a rigorous way. The experts point to the greenhouse gas (GHG) protocol as a particular example of multi-stakeholder past success:
"I think it's good that something like the GHG protocol, which was very successful, is being developed. The UN could never do it, governments could never do it. It should come business, that's extremely important. And it's great that it's indirectly being
funded by the private sector, the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation." [BvB, 15] Experts also explicitly identified ways in which academia could enhance IR diffusion:
"…how can we turn these abstract thoughts and processes and guidelines of frameworks and standards into something that actually adds value, and you know, how do you make sure that they speak the existing language of business? […]huge opportunities if we're able to speak a common language and that's one of our main areas of priorities, getting the next lexicon of sustainability and sustainability
reporting under control." [RI, 9] M A N U S C R I P T
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However, these experts also perceived existing studies as too far removed from practice, and not meeting the needs of practitioners. An example of this mismatch between applied needs and existing research was the lack of qualitative studies on emerging practices and (in their opinion) the misguided prevalence of using information available in the public domain as the primary source of data. According to interviewees, public data on IR is seen to be far removed from the internal workings of firms and organizations engaged in the development and diffusion of IR practices.
"There needs to be some sort of research agenda that allows for academics to get more applied research, i.e. research that can actually be put into action and not ask more questions than it answers." [RI, 4]
Beyond the organizational boundary, experts also picked out investors and providers of financial capital as stakeholders on the 'demand side' that required much greater research attention.
"So I also think that there's a need to work on doing research on what is happening with investors. What are they doing about ESG (Environment, Social and
Governance)? Are they really looking for more data? Are they using that data?" [HD, 22] Alongside research, the experts also noted that academics can make a significant contribution to the development of IR through education, and in particular executive education. However, they believed that business schools are currently not providing sufficient educational programs on IR and the result has been a need for educational programs such as the WBCSD 'Future Leaders Team' to fill the void. 
"I think that business schools have a really big responsibility for bringing them (practitioners and research) together more. So that people who are either in in-service
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Discussion and research agenda
In this section the findings from the expert interviews are discussed in relation to the results of the comprehensive literature review. The emphasis of this section is to provide future research directions for the progression and diffusion of IR practice.
We acknowledge that some of the academic criticisms that have been levelled at IR (Adams, 2013; Cheng et al., 2014; de Villiers et al., 2014) and 'decoupling' in IR implementation across companies (Rowbottom and Locke, 2016) . In this respect, a significant part of the academic literature is excessively focused on the costs rather than the benefits of IR and 'integrated thinking'. In our opinion a redress of this balance is necessary to highlight potential advantages versus drawbacks of IR and promote field engagement.
In this respect our interviews challenged some of the negative prejudices proposed in the critical perspective stream of Accounting research and point to new directions for research on IR. For instance, contrary to the criticism that IR has been 'captured' by business through the IIRC (e.g. Flower, 2015) , our key informants conversely suggest that heterogeneous participatory processes and power relations tend to marginalize the, so-called, 'business case of IR' (Brown and Dillard, 2014) , thereby reinforcing the claim to build more substantive knowledge on potential benefits that accrue to this novel reporting approach. Furthermore, our M A N U S C R I P T . Experts further suggested that field level power relations and competition for resources were detracting from institutional field formation and convergence. We therefore propose that a useful avenue of investigation would be to study how organizations collectively make sense of what should be the needs of IR and how these needs should be translated into best-practice guidance and/or formalized standards.
A C C E P T E D
In contrast to the focus of much of the existing literature, experts called for more applied research which analyzes diffusion mechanisms across and within firms which struggle with how to internally implement IR. Studies that rely upon arms-length, publically available data are perceived to be of limited value to the development of the IR field. More qualitative approaches to the study of IR are thus required, given that the field is in an emergence phase which cannot be adequately studied quantitatively. In addition, the experts called for qualitative studies which engage directly with firms and stakeholders involved in IR methodologies and practices.
Our findings sketch a development in the literature on IR that closely resembles the one in corporate sustainability, where more than two decades of research have not solved fundamental issues regarding -among others -convergence of definitions and measurement of complex processes/outcomes of sustainability-related practices (cf. Montiel, 2008; Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos, 2014 ). While we are aware of the challenges for such a novel field like IR, we propose a research agenda that addresses key opportunities along two possible lines of inquiry. As argued in Eccles and Serafeim (2014) , IR satisfies two primary objectives, namely
an 'information function' to enable investors and stakeholders to benchmark companies against competitors, and a 'transformation function' which is in turn the result of how companies engage in processes of change regarding their core internal decision-making processes. We draw on this classification to recommend future research directions that can make both conceptual and applied contributions to IR.
Research on the 'information function' of IR
Our interviews confirm the common complaint that companies do not engage with IR as there is a perceived lack of interest shown by the investment community (Cheng et al., 2015) . We recommend that future studies draw upon lessons from related research on the 'demand side' of ESG (environmental, social and governance) information. For instance, archival studies have begun to give this topic increasing attention and indeed challenge companies to rethink investors' interest in ESG (Harjoto and Jo, 2014; Ioannou and Serafeim, 2015; Luo, Wang, Raithel, and Zheng, 2014) . Field studies have only initially explored the reactions of financial analysts to ESG information (Fieseler, 2011; Arvidsson, 2014) . For example, Stubbs et al. argued that a lot of the existing research was focused on understanding the 'icing' rather than the 'cake'. We therefore recommend organizational scholars to become more qualitatively engaged in this area of IR and apply theoretical lenses that would help explain its 'transformative function'. Two intertwined lines of inquiry in our opinion can be readily exploited, both aimed at understanding IR as a rich context to study change and diffusion of practice.
First, there is a need to investigate change processes induced by IR with analyses at field-level. Recent streams of organizational studies examine field-level changes framed with (neo-)institutional theoretical lenses. Such an approach would be extremely helpful to shed light on the complex constituency of the institutional field driving (or inhibiting) IR diffusion Lawrence et al., 2013) . Second, while more knowledge is needed to understand specific mechanisms by which change associated to IR and 'integrated thinking' emerges, becomes justified, and diffuses as a field, we also recommend to focus on the enabling dynamics (or barriers) that trigger (or hamper) these change mechanisms within an organization. We support de Villiers et al's M A N U S C R I P T
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(2014) call for studies seeking to understand to what extent IR can act as an organizational mechanism for internal change. Theories on organizational learning and knowledge creation, retention and transfer can be especially promising in this area (Argote and Spektor, 2011) . In an experimental phase with organizations trying diverse approaches (Busco et al., 2013) Organisations that adopted IR are grappling with how best to implement it internally. IR brings incremental changes to processes and structures that previously supported sustainability reporting (first order change)
Serafeim ( 
